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Introduction 
 
 For more than a decade American libraries have been slowly embracing games 
as a part of their collections. This is not surprising as games have always been popular, 
and even valuable, parts of all human cultures. In fact, the history of games in libraries 
in the United States dates back to the 1800s, with the creation of chess and card game 
clubs housed in libraries. (Nicholson, August 2008) As children games teach us many 
things, from how to learn and understand rules to the basics of competition and 
strategy and even the basics of ideologies like Capitalism [Monopoly]. This learning does 
not stop with adulthood. Even solitaire, the simple and ubiquitous card game, was 
originally added to the Microsoft Windows operating system as a tutorial for basic 
computer operation. (Levin, 2008) The simplicity of the images made the game an easy 
low-memory addition to the operating system, and the familiarity of the game helped 
provide an unintimidating platform for learning how to use what was for most people an 
entirely new device—the computer mouse. Mouse operation is as familiar as breathing 
for the current generation of computer users, but the game endures as a part of the 
Windows package, and is indeed available for every major computer operating system. 
It continues to be there as a cheap and effective teaching tool, and is also valued by 
millions of users as an enjoyable way to kill a little time. Most if not all Americans are 
gamers, in that they play games; this is true whether as individuals they embrace the 
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term or not. Despite their value and popularity, there are several problems unique to 
games stored in a public or academic institution for communal use. Even traditional 
board games and card games require special check out procedures and storage and 
preservation techniques, or else pieces are likely to be lost, rendering the game useless 
(Nicholson, 2009). Digital games, in all their myriad forms and platforms, are in many 
ways more fragile and require more attention than their analog cousins, at least if they 
are going to be maintained over the long term. If stored properly, a card game can be 
left on a shelf for a very long time without suffering any damage. The same is not true of 
digital files, which suffer from such unique and often invisible problems as bit rot and 
format obsolescence. Left on a shelf or in an obscure corner of a hard drive, a video 
game can be damaged, corrupted, or otherwise rendered unplayable, possibly without 
its caretakers’ knowledge. There are ways to prevent, or at least forestall, this scenario.  
Best practices have been well established for the preservation of data in various formats 
(Cornell, 2007; Iron Mountain, 2010; Monnens, 2009; Strodl, 2007), and while much less 
established are currently developing for games. (Barwick, 2009;McDonough & 
Oldendorf, 2010).  
There are still many unknowns related to the problems of games in libraries, 
both in terms of what practices are best and most especially in terms of what is being 
practiced in actual libraries. We do not know how actual institutions are operating, and 
what they are doing to create their game collections and preserve their games. It should 
be noted that the needs of all collecting institutions are not the same. Public libraries 
with borrowing collections are not collecting with the same intentions as an archive that 
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is trying to create a perpetual and nearly comprehensive collection of computer games. 
A smaller and less well-funded institution cannot be expected to practice the same 
expensive and time consuming preservation techniques as a large one, and indeed 
would not receive a proportionate return on their investment. Most game collecting 
libraries are simply trying to create collections for their community to use. However, the 
various purposes behind these collections have not been formally explored, and neither 
have their methods. Understanding both institutional intentions and institutional 
methods can lead to greater understanding of digital games collections as a whole. 
 
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to learn more about the practices and purposes of 
librarians in a variety of game-collecting institutions—chiefly academic and public 
libraries. Specifically, I am trying to learn what games are being collected and why, in 
academic and public collections, and how those games are being treated. The existing 
literature on game preservation and games in libraries tends to focus on what are 
essentially theoretical situations. How communities tend to form around games, and 
how games can be used to instill a sense of community within the library, or to attract a 
younger patron base. There is much discussion of the place of games within the library, 
and how libraries can benefit from gaming programs and collections. Studies on game 
design and interface are pervasive, and even studies on the utility of game-based 
learning are becoming commonplace. Studies on existing video game collections in 
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libraries, either academic or public, are nearly nonexistent. As such, this pilot study 
exists to examine several collections in great detail, and to identify aspects of library 
game collections that need further study. 
 
Review of Available Literature 
 Games, and video games in particular, have been in ascension as a juggernaut in 
the world of pop culture for some time. (Barwick, 2009) From the establishment of 
professional gaming leagues to the increasing number of American motion pictures 
based on video games. Six video game based films were released during the 1990s; 
twenty during the 2000s, with an average of three game-based films a year having been 
released since 2005, with five having been scheduled for release in 2010. (Box Office 
Mojo, 2011) None of the films released thus far have been ground-breaking works of 
art, but the trend is clear. The business of Hollywood is not making art, but making 
money, and games are seen as an excellent revenue source. The video game market has 
consistently made more money than cinema releases since 2007, and in 2009 made 
roughly $41.9 billion compared to the film industry’s $27 billion globally. (Video Game 
Sales, 2011) In a capitalistic society, money shows what people want and value. It is 
clear at this point that even if there are misconceptions about what games are or could 
be, Americans truly love their games. 
Fortunately, Americans love their libraries as well. Not only do Americans 
anecdotally have a generally positive view of libraries—which most Americans assume 
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to mean public libraries—but in a 2006 poll conducted by the Public Agenda Foundation, 
the majority [52%] of those interviewed rated their libraries’ performances as an “A” or 
a “B,” and only 26% of those interviewed rated library performance as a “C” or worse. 
That having been said, there has been a problem of decreasing gate counts in academic 
libraries over the past decade or thereabouts. In his controversial article “The Deserted 
Library,” (Carlson, 2001) Scott Carlson observed that libraries are now sometimes seen 
as being in competition with coffee shops, bookstores, and other off-campus 
environments. The existence of virtual resources, often provided by those selfsame 
libraries, is also identified by Carlson as a problem for academic libraries. These claims 
are backed up by evidence of substantially declining circulation and visitation statistics 
at several major university libraries over a period of eight years, and also by university 
librarians who complain of a lack of community and a common culture in libraries. 
Other research, such as Deborah Sheesley‘s report on “The ‘Net Generation” 
(Sheesley, 2002), Charles Martell’s 2005 reexamination Carlson’s claims, and even a 
more recent study of the validity of Martell’s methodology (Applegate, 2008) and of 
reference desk usage in ARL libraries all largely support the conclusion that students are 
moving out of the library and into virtual learning environments as well. There is some 
evidence that the many changes in academic libraries—housing their own coffee shops 
and creating more comfortable environs for students, for example—has helped reverse 
this trend towards desertion (Albanese, 2003),  but there is little agreement on this 
point and little hard data on the subject. The consensus at this time seems to be that 
users are changing, and libraries—and academic libraries in particular—need very badly 
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to change to meet their target populations’ needs. Some scholars feel that the future of 
libraries does not lie in providing content to patrons, and that internet-related resources 
will soon be removing this burden from us (Schmidt, 2009), games and similar new-
media objects may help ensure a more solid future for librarians. As Oregon State 
University’s Faye Chadwell observed, “Recently, collection managers have made great 
strides to collect new formats like graphic novels, video games, and downloadable 
audiobooks.” (Chadwell, 2009) This is a fundamental advance for libraries facing regular 
charges of irrelevance from both the public and sometimes even from well-informed 
individuals as well, and also helps libraries combat the common perception that libraries 
as institutions are “not fun.” (Moats, 2008) 
Not surprisingly, some librarians feel that maintaining digital games collections 
represent a strong response to the challenges outlined above. Games of all kinds have a 
degree of comfort and familiarity that appeal to young people. Additionally, 
communities often spring up around games, and games themselves frequently have 
social components to them. In a 2008 study at North Carolina State University, Brian 
Clossey documented that the most popular games circulated for use in D.H.Hill Library’s 
Learning Commons were multiplayer games, and the statistics collected indicate that 
the number of controllers checked out in a given month nearly doubled the number of 
games circulating. (Clossey, 2008, p. 84) It seems safe to say that, at least in this 
particular environment, students were not playing these games alone. 
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Other research supports the idea that, just as communities tend to grow up 
around sports teams and similar public endeavors, communities form around all kinds of 
popular games. Chess clubs are an obvious example of this phenomenon, as are 
amateur poker leagues such as World Tavern Poker1. In a similar vein, professional 
poker tournaments are now regularly televised events.  Video and computer games are 
no exception to this rule, as Bonnie Nardi’s research into the necessity of collaborative 
behavior in the world’s most popular Massively Multiplayer Role-Playing Game, World 
of Warcraft, demonstrates. (Nardi, 2006) 
While there is insufficient qualitative data to determine conclusively that players 
largely prefer collaborative games (Cai, 2009), the evidence is growing that video 
games—like other games—are frequently social activities.  Fifty-one percent of video 
game players sometimes play games with friends, and even when they are not playing 
with someone in the room, 25% of gamers often play with another person online. 
(Gallaway, 2009, p. 34)  In addition, 57% of gamers are male,  with the median age for 
gamers being 35, though whether adult gamers tend towards more moderate play 
habits is an interesting question (Boss, 2010). The average gamer has been a gamer for 
twelve years. On top of all of this, parents are also showing significant interest in playing 
video games with their children (ESA, 2009). The standard image of the single male 
gamer alone in his dark basement, sleeping all day and playing World of Warcraft all 
night, is hardly in keeping with the facts. Trends like this are particularly significant to 
academic libraries, as a significant portion of their patron base consists of gamers. 
                                                          
1
 http://www.worldtavernpoker.com/ 
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According to Jenny Levine of the American Library Association, 70% of college students 
are occasional gamers, and 65% are regular gamers. If the libraries have a goal winning 
their patrons back then games are a promising way of doing so.  In line with this 
evidence, seventy-five percent of libraries support gaming in some capacity and 80% 
already allowing patrons to play games on the library computers. However, only about 
40% of libraries have some sort of gaming program, and only 13% are running video 
gaming programs. (Levine, 2008) These figures are also borne out by Nicholson’s annual 
surveys, first begun in 2006, which arrived at very similar results. (Nicholson, 2009) This 
is an opportunity THAT libraries, academic and otherwise, are not yet taking full 
advantage of. 
 Individual library programs and remarkable individuals are making significant 
strides in the study of games in libraries. The author of the above study, Syracuse 
University associate professor and lifelong gamer Scott Nicholson, is studying the place 
of games in libraries, and the games themselves. Nicholson is responsible for no fewer 
than four different web sites dealing with games—www.gamesinlibraries.org, 
gamelab.syr.edu, askscott.com, and boardgameswithscott.com. In addition, he is 
responsible for a video series of board game reviews, a YouTube course on gaming in 
libraries, (Nicholson, 2009) and is the author of the board game Tulipmania 1637, and 
has written several game-based short stories as well. Nicholson’s work is worth 
mentioning for its scope, but also for its focus on effectiveness. Even in his game 
reviews, Nicholson is concerned with not just questions of game quality and playability, 
but also with the principle question of how a given game can be used effectively in 
11 
 
libraries. He is acutely aware of the difficulties and prejudices that games face from a 
significant portion of the public, and Nicholson has made it a personal mission to not 
allow these problems to impede progress. There is still a prejudice against games as 
merely childish things, not worthy of a library’s (or society’s) serious attention. This is a 
nebulous, but nonetheless real, problem for games preservationists and gaming 
advocates alike. 
One of the most salient points that Nicholson makes in his video lecture series is 
that we cannot expect games to be accepted in all library environments, and that 
indeed not all libraries are equal and alike. Games have long faced significant prejudices 
from individuals who feel that nothing worthwhile can come from play (Moats, 2010), 
and from more politically motivated individuals such as anti-gaming activist Jack 
Thompson. (McEntegart, 2010) Nicholson makes the point that the only way for games 
to overcome this kind of enmity and to thrive in libraries is for games to have 
“champions” in the library. The champion is someone who is willing to do the work and 
not just create programming, but search for funding, research the specific benefits of 
specific games for a given library’s community, and to politely stand up for the merits of 
games when they are challenged or their value is dismissed out of hand. Nicholson 
himself provides an excellent model for a “champion” of library gaming, with his 
cheerful but careful and well-reasoned critiques of individual games and their place in 
individual learning environments.  
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As valuable as Nicholson’s academic work is, this kind of work is possibly more 
valuable to the acceptance of games as a whole. Much of the academic work on games 
thus far deals either with a single specific game, often created for the purpose of study 
and not commercially available, or on broader and loftier concepts. In the end, the 
question of games in libraries is about creating specific programs that work, specific 
games from which specific individuals learn and benefit. There is little value to theory 
without practice, and Nicholson is both studying games and players, and dealing with 
the merits of individual games as well. Nicholson’s work is in some ways on the cutting 
edge of research on the interplay between libraries and games, and yet just the title of 
his latest work, “Go Back to Start: Gathering Baseline Data about Gaming in Libraries” 
shows just how far we have to go in this regard. (Nicholson, 2010) That said, pertinent 
to this study, Nicholson did find that a large number of public libraries (77%) support 
gaming in some way, but that only 13% of public libraries support video or computer-
based gaming in some way.  He also found that the existence of gaming programs in 
general are tied to library size, with the percentage of libraries that support some form 
of gaming increasing to 88% in the case of institutions serving populations of greater 
than 50,000, and that only 10% of the gaming programs in libraries are overtly 
educational in nature. 
Nicholson is gathering the sort of data that is badly needed to better understand 
the growth of games in libraries, but it should be noted that his work on gaming is very 
broadly based. The data he has gathered is on games programs in general and not on 
digital games or games collections specifically. With digital gaming collections 
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apparently on the rise in both public and academic libraries, and very little data on their 
size and nature, this represents a notable opportunity for research. Digital games 
collections are very different than collections of board and card games, and represent a 
different set of responsibilities than hosting the occasional Guitar Hero tournament. 
Studying these collections now, as they are still developing, can tell librarians a great 
deal about both present developments and possibly the future of media collections as 
well. 
 Much of Nicholson’s work is devoted towards developing and sharing best 
practices for games in libraries and gaming programs. Nicholson is focused on board 
games and the like, though, and while this work is certainly relevant to the study of 
digital games, it is not central to it. There are several issues unique to digital games, and 
several other significant issues that affect both digital games and digital media more 
broadly. Among the most important of these issues is the problem of copyright. The fact 
that video games have such a significant economic profile also means that their owners 
guard their intellectual property vigilantly, and have the funds to lobby Congress as well. 
While there are several relatively effective ways of duplicating and storing digital game 
data—game emulation and format migration, to name the two that show the most 
promise (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010)—current copyright laws make these methods 
difficult to implement legally. (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010) Exemptions exist in 
copyright law for the preservation of films and video; without similar exemptions for 
digital games, many preservation efforts will eventually prove futile. (Barwick, 2009) 
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The Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) in particular seems to have caused 
problems for game preservation, as it appears to prevent not only the creation of 
backup copies of games, even for archival purposes, but also the emulation of games 
and even games platforms in many cases. (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010, p. 54-57). 
While it may be possible to obtain permission to create archival copies of individual 
games, the process can prove difficult and time consuming, a problem that can prove 
prohibitive in the case of large archives. (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010, p. 6) Indeed, 
even a small collection can be impeded in this way, as smaller institutions tend have 
possess fewer resources, both in terms of funding and staff. As a result, this makes it 
significantly more difficult to distribute the task of creating a comprehensive archive 
among multiple institutions. 
Certain issues, such as bit rot and data corruption, are problems for all long-term 
digital storage. These are insidious problems, prone to discovery in seldom used files 
and frequently accessed files alike. (Cornell, 2007) However, since these problems apply 
to all digital media, the solutions to the problems are fairly well understood. The fact 
that one of the most effective and simple solutions, creating backup copies of the files in 
question, is impeded by the DMCA is of course an important complication, but also a 
self-explanatory one. Other problems belong distinctly, if not quite uniquely, to the long 
term management of video games. 
Format obsolescence is a particularly difficult and rapidly progressing problem 
for digital games. (Delwadia, 2009) This is especially true in the case of console games, 
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which go through format progressions more regularly than other digital media. For 
example, the Windows operating system has been relatively stable since 1995. Even 
though there have been regular upgrades to Windows every few years, and to ancillary 
products such as Microsoft Office, for the most part the upgrades have been backwards 
compatible. Users have been able to access their old data and software using the new 
operating systems. Certain hardware formats—floppy discs, zip drives—have of course 
fallen into disuse, but since data retrieval from one of these formats is usually not a 
terribly time consuming affair, users can often obtain access to the necessary hardware 
at a relatively reasonable price. 
Gaming systems, however, are an entirely different matter. In order to play most 
digital games, it is necessary to have constant access to the data and platform in 
question—and most digital games are intended to provide many hours of 
entertainment, even if they are only played through once. While the current storage 
media are relatively common—hard drives and DVD-ROMs—the platforms themselves 
are unique and entirely necessary to access the games. This is a problem, since most 
gaming companies are regularly creating new gaming systems, creating a costly new 
product to sell to consumers. For example, the Playstation 2 is currently the best-selling 
gaming console of all time, having sold 150 million units worldwide since its release in 
2000. (Sony, February 2011) That did not prevent the release of Sony’s successor 
system, the Playstation 3, in 2006, which sold out on the same day as its launch (BBC, 
2006) and has now sold 50 million units worldwide (Sony, April 2011).  While the first 
and second generations of the PS3 were backwards compatible—actually containing an 
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emulator of the PS2 system on the PS3’s hard drive— and thus able to play games 
designed for the PS2, this is not true of PS3 systems created and released after October 
of 2007. 
The Playstation 2 is still in production, and there are no current plans to cease its 
production. Even so, the impending obsolescence for the world’s highest selling gaming  
system is unmistakable. As you can see from the table below,2 the number of games 
released for the Playstation 2 has been dwindling precipitously since the release of the 
Playstation 3 in November of 2006. Games are still being released for the Playstation 2, 
but when compared to its younger sibling, it is obvious that it is only barely clinging to 
relevance. This response from game developers was nearly immediate, in spite of the 
fact that the Playstation 3 was actually sold at a loss of hundreds of dollars each unit for 
several years following its release (Goldstein, 2006), resulting in a net loss of almost $2 
billion for Sony in 2007. Obviously, it makes some sense for Sony to invest the majority 
of its resources in its newest product. Nonetheless, with the Playstation 2 having 
outsold its successor system 3 to 1, and having proved much more profitable, and given 
the well-publicized problems with the Playstation Network intrinsic to the Playstation 3, 
it’s hard to envision a circumstance more favorable to an older system. With only 15 
games planned for release for the Playstation 2 in 2011, it is nevertheless evident that 
the Playstation 2 is slated for (planned) obsolescence. 
                                                          
2
 Figures based on Wikipedia’s list of games released for the Playstation 2 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chronology_of_PlayStation_2_games#2011) and Playstation 3 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_PlayStation_3_games) respectively, as accessed on July 5, 2011. 
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Table 1 
Playstation Releases: 2004-Present 
Year Playstation 2 Releases Playstation 3 Releases 
2004 386 N/A 
2005 401 N/A 
2006 486 57 
2007 131 313 
2008 88 495 
2009 88 480 
2010 77 384 
2011 15 283 
 
 
Game preservationists favor two methods to combat obsolescence, and other 
forms of game loss: game emulation and data migration. Neither method is favored 
exclusively, and sometimes the two can be used in tandem to good effect, though only 
at great expense. (Pinchbeck, 2009) Game emulation is the practice of creating a 
software application that can imitate a game in terms of environment, play, and other 
effects. The goal is to create an identical experience to playing the original game, though 
the verisimilitude of emulators varies a great deal. Sometimes game play is not identical 
because of small differences in the software; sometimes it is because of the lack of a 
piece of hardware, like the steering wheel that was used in the arcade version of an 
auto racing game. The point of the emulator is to create a version of an older game that 
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can be run on existing software. A similar approach is to create a “virtual machine,” a 
partitioned environment on an existing platform that mimics the conditions created in 
an older computing environment, creating essentially a computer within a computer. 
The emulation strategy has the advantage of creating an environment where multiple 
games can be accessed, instead of emulating a single game. 
Migration is the process wherein a game stored in an out-of-date medium is 
transferred into a more current format so that the data can be accessed by current 
means. While a very effective approach for long-term data longevity, data migration 
does have the disadvantage of being both time consuming and expensive, to the point 
where it would likely prove impossible to migrate a substantial percentage of existing 
games to a current format, especially considering that “current formats” are always in 
transition. In this regard emulators are the more effective method, at least in the case of 
unique and complex platforms. Unfortunately, emulation and migration both require 
archivists to create new copies of the games in questions, thus violating copyright law. 
Even though both the knowledge and technology exists to preserve many games, 
existing copyright law continues to complicate the situation and make game 
preservation less likely. In almost all libraries that collect games, there are more 
practical problems as well. While contemporary librarians are technologically adept, few 
have the skills necessary to create game emulators or even to execute a large data 
migration. Even when institutions do have the necessary knowledge to tackle difficult 
tasks like these, projects of this kind are an extremely expensive prospect.  It is 
unrealistic to expect many institutions to be capable of undertaking digital game 
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preservation on any sort of scale. Indeed, in some ways digital games preservation is a 
science in its infancy, largely ignored up until this point (Barwick, 2009), and only now 
are the basic standards and practices of digital games preservation being created, 
though work such as the Preserving Virtual Worlds Project, which is due to release its 
list of best practices on games preservation in 2011. (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010) 
The fact that these standards are being developed is, of course, a significant positive 
step. However, it is also symptomatic of a culture that trivializes games. If we cannot 
make the preservation of digital games a higher priority in both institutions such as 
libraries and in the gaming industry at large, then the loss of culturally and 
technologically significant games seems inevitable. (Barwick, 2009) 
The idea of educating the gaming industry on how allowing third parties to 
preserve games could benefit the industry has its advocates in influential organizations 
such as the Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) and Britain’s National 
Videogame Archive. The concept being promoted is that culturally significant games sell 
themselves. The primary argument is that changes to copyright law could actually assist 
the gaming industry. By allowing amateur and professional preservationists to preserve 
copies of older games, these games will be available for re-release at a later date; with 
neither the expense of preservation or research and development falling to the industry, 
these sales would represent nearly pure profit. At this stage these outreach efforts are 
still in their infancy. There is an understandable prevailing mindset in the gaming 
industry that newer equals better, that only the newest games are important money 
makers. (Newman, 2009) As a result, gaming companies see little need to maintain an 
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archive of their own, or to encourage others to do similar. The industry is massively 
profitable and sees little reason to change. 
Even so, the idea maintaining games for re-release has demonstrated some 
success in the market already. Systems like the Atari Flashback are made to tap into a 
nostalgia market; the opportunity to play the games we remember from our childhood 
is tempting, and much of the need for advertising is largely obviated. The Flashback 
itself was made possible by the preservation efforts of the online fan community for 
older Atari games like “Adventure,” and “Asteroids,” and its production was actually 
contracted out to the creator of the internet-based and fan-created Atari History 
Museum. (Wen, 2007) It should be noted that the Flashback was a modest commercial 
success, selling 87,000 units in the United States at a price slightly higher than the price 
of a new contemporary console game. The Flashback 2 was released in 2007, and there 
are plans for a Flashback 3 system as well. On a related note, Google has recently 
licensed several of the games released on the original Flashback—Missile Command and 
Centipede being two of the most notable—and have in June of 2011 released them for 
free as plug-ins for the Google Chrome web browser. The Flashback’s modest success 
was seen as more of a novelty than anything else by an industry whose dollar sales 
number eleven digits in the U.S. alone. Perhaps Google’s involvement will help the rest 
of the video game industry see the value of maintaining and restoring older games. In 
the meantime there is some cause for optimism but little progress on the larger scale. 
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Even basic instruction documents, which should be simple to maintain in a stable 
plain text format, have been lost and continue to be in danger of being lost. Fortunately, 
there are some existing online archives dedicated to preserving data related to games, 
such as Abandonia (http://www.abandonia.com/en/game/all) and Home of the 
Underdogs (http://www.hotud.org/); ReplacementDocs 
(http://www.replacementdocs.com/news.php) is attempting to create a comprehensive 
archive of video game and computer game manuals . Obviously, this is a lofty and 
somewhat unrealistic goal, but it is encouraging to see someone recognizing the need 
and attempting to tackle it. 
All of the above websites are privately owned archives of a sort, created and 
maintained neither by public institutions nor by the gaming industry. What’s more, they 
are not for-profit entities, but are maintained simply out of a deeply held affection for 
‘vintage’ games. The fact that literally thousands of older games have been effectively 
preserved by fans with no real budget, and with no preservation guidelines of which 
speak, is both remarkable and encouraging. Unfortunately, these collections are almost 
certainly illegal, since they are comprised largely of ‘abandonware,’ which is to say 
games whose copyright has not actually expired but has fallen into legal gray areas due 
to bankruptcies, mergers, and the like. (Miller, 2009) Abandonware, however is not 
particularly controversial nor are these games under legal duress at this time. This is at 
least partially because there is no profit involved. The websites in question preserve and 
distribute the games for free. This is also a case where the industry’s forward-gazing 
attitude benefits game preservation, however accidentally. In many cases, a company 
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may not even be aware that it owns the copyright to an older game, much less feel any 
need to defend it. 
That having been said, this means that less successful and less culturally 
significant games are much easier to preserve in this manner. Also, it should be noted 
that amateur collections of this kind tend to be haphazard, and moreover cannot be 
relied upon for the long term preservation of obsolete titles. (Pinchbeck, 2009) An 
additional complication is the fact that, even though the behavior may be 
counterproductive (Goldman, 2005), there is the danger that practices of this kind might 
be legislated against and leaned on more heavily in the future. Overall, there is very 
little literature on abandonware collections, so it is hard to know just how effective 
these games archives are, both in terms of collecting and preserving. No formal studies 
have been done of which games are collected where, and because the games in 
question are often hosted on multiple sites, this is a challenge in and of itself. These 
informal collections are ripe for study, and simply cataloging their contents and 
identifying the legal status of individual games held therein would prove both valuable 
and challenging. 
Another major difficulty facing games preservation is the need for improved 
metadata and cataloging standards. Digital games are complex interactive technological 
and cultural constructs, including everything from a glossary of terms used by the 
game’s players, to reference documents, to detailed technical information, to video 
samples of game play, to a game’s relationship to other games in a series. aAll these 
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elements may be needed to provide meaningful access to a given game in the future. 
Lacking the necessary descriptive metadata to identify file formats and the proper 
environments for play, game files can become effectively inaccessible as computing 
technology moves forward. A change in hardware or operating system can become an 
insurmountable challenge, as can the loss of terms once used by the gaming 
community,  without the starting point that good metadata can provide. The Preserving 
Virtual Worlds Project (McDonough & Oldendorf, 2010, p. 98), is is seeking solutions to 
meet the special metadata needs of the preservation of digital games by adapting a 
combination of the OAIS concept of an archival information package (AIP) and the FRBR 
information-entity relationship model. (McDonough, 2010)  
In a sense this is an extreme example, in that few institutions will go to such 
lengths as large scale emulation, migration, or even extensive metadata development to 
preserve games in their collections. Metadata creation at this level of specificity and 
detail is a costly and time-consuming proposition, and only a few dedicated institutions 
will be able to provide this kind of documentation for collections of any size. 
Furthermore, a considerable amount of the Preserving Virtual Worlds Project’s energy 
has been devoted to the creation of metadata standards for digital games, and even 
after years of exacting research these standards are still somewhat experimental. 
(McDonough, 2010) It should be noted that the development of these standards does 
have implications for the preservation of other complex digital objects besides games. 
Fortunately, this is an area in which there are no legal obstacles. 
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There are solutions to the problems listed above, though many of them are not 
yet within reach. The main remedy for anti-gaming prejudice, for example, is a 
combination of research and education. As previously noted, serious research on the 
positive role of games in libraries as a tool for creating a “thirdspace,” as a community 
builder, and as a service that the community desires is increasingly common. (Boss, 
2005; Clossey, 2008; Galloway, 2009, Nicholson, 2007) That said, there does tend to be a 
speculative element to this research, that games will improve the lot of libraries, not 
that they already have. (Nicholson, 2007) Studying the actual collections of digital games 
in libraries, and studying the effects they have on the institutions that house them is an 
important area of unrealized research that needs to be explored. Scott Nicholson has 
published some research-based collection guides for games, but his work has focused 
chiefly on adding tabletop games to existing library collections. (Nicholson, 2008) 
According to Nicholson’s research (Nicholson, 2009), very few libraries face actual 
complaints about the presence of games in libraries or gaming events on the premises. 
Of course, patrons who do express antipathy for games should not be ignored. Not 
every library is an ideal environment for a gaming collection. The goal, as always, is to 
serve the community’s needs, whatever those needs may be. 
 The American Library Association’s “Team Gorillaz” is currently developing a 
research-based set of best practices for collection development, but as of this writing 
their findings are still essentially anecdotally based but they have announced plans to 
survey existing collections, hopefully in the near future. (American Library Association, 
2011) That said, existing evidence indicates that the promise that digital games 
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collections offer is real, and that games have a place in many public and academic 
libraries. (Gallaway, 2009, pp. 31-34; Gee, 2007)  Educating not just the public, but our 
fellow librarians is an important part of the collection-building process, as is recognizing 
that patron attitudes towards games and libraries are changing. 
 It should be noted that long-term preservation is not the goal of most libraries 
that collect digital games. Perpetual preservation of any artifact is an expensive 
commitment, and is not to be undertaken lightly. In this context, it makes sense that the 
majority of libraries are simply keeping their gaming collections current; serving their 
patrons with a collection of popular games. However, many academic libraries do list 
academic interest in game design and the history of games as their primary motivation 
for collecting digital games, either formally or informally. As such, preservation can be a 
concern for even the more casual academic collections. Interestingly, digital games 
preservation is also the area where the most serious work has been done on the topic of 
digital games in libraries.  
The discussion of how to collect digital games remains based more upon opinion 
than on fact. For example, Liz Danforth’s “The Great (M-Rated) Debate” (Danforth, 
2010) discusses commonly held opinions and arguments regarding the collection of 
Mature rated game titles, and even mentions the policies of several libraries as 
examples. It is an intelligent article, with logical conclusions, but it is based more on 
anecdote than fact. Tappeiner’s and Lyons’ 2008 article “Selection Criteria for Academic 
Video Game Collections” (Tappeiner, 2008) does discuss several academic libraries’ 
26 
 
collection policies, but only in broad terms, as lamps to illuminate what is possible 
rather than as a study of what is. There are a great many texts on the collection of video 
games in general, such as Billy Galaxy’s 2007 handbook Collecting Classic Video Games. 
These texts, however, are geared towards individual collectors and not towards building 
library collections. Similarly, while there are copious studies on the value of games as 
learning tools, there has been little written on the use of games as educational tools in 
libraries. Finally, as Barwick has observed there is increasing interest in the academic 
study of digital games, and this is being used as a frequent justification for the creation 
of game collections in digital collections. How this interest in games and gaming culture 
have affected actual collections is an open question, similar to the way that the 
importance of gaming culture is now being widely acknowledged but has not been 
properly studied. (Barwick, 2009) 
 The best practices in game preservation are still being assembled (McDonough 
& Oldendorf, 2010), but it is safe to say that some broad guidelines have been 
developed and if they are followed then it will result in improved game preservation. 
The questions of how well these guidelines and principles will be communicated, much 
less whether they will be followed remain open. Likewise, very little data has been 
gathered on the types of digital games that various institutions have collected, both in 
terms of format and in terms of the specific games that are being collected. Even basic 
numbers such as the relative size of collections and their budgets are largely unknown. 
While the number of libraries starting digital game collections is on the rise, the reasons 
why institutions have started collecting games is unclear. 
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With so many holes in the literature of this burgeoning topic, it seemed best to 
create a broad-based study, one that includes several different types of gaming 
institutions and compares them. With this pilot study, it is my intention to sample the 
practices of libraries with active digital games collections, and to see if the librarians 
managing said collections are aware of current thoughts on game preservation and the 
dangers of game loss.  Specifically, I am investigating whether the institutions in 
question have written digital game collection or digital game preservation policies, and 
whether their practices reflect current thoughts on game preservation. I am also 
investigating the size of collections, what library resources are dedicated to the 
collection’s growth, the libraries’ reasons for collecting, and which of their games and 
systems are currently the most popular. Finally, as this is a pilot study, I am looking for 
areas for future study. I consider this aspect of the study as important as any other. This 
study has too small a sample to say that any collection or institution is “typical,” but I 
hope that this data will provide a starting point for larger future studies. 
It should be reiterated; the value of games and gaming programs to libraries—
and to the world at large—should not be underestimated. Even in Homer’s Iliad, it was a 
game devised by Ulysses—smartest of the Greek heroes—that kept the Greek armies 
sane during the nine year siege of Troy. Playing the game kept the soldiers from fighting 
each other, and helped them form a sense of community amongst a disparate collection 
of armies assembled from many competing city-states. Though Homer described the 
game in question somewhat, the game itself is lost to history. Without serious work, 
many digital games will suffer a similar fate. Whether every game is worth preserving is 
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a separate question, just as is the question of whether every book, journal, and short 
story should be preserved. As librarians and archivists, though, we must admit that 
something valuable is lost every time a piece of knowledge disappears from the world, 
even if we cannot quantify that value. 
 
Methodology 
This pilot study begins by examining the web sites of twenty one different game-
collecting institutions. Each institution was verified as a games collector in advance. This 
includes eleven public libraries, eight academic libraries, and two digital games archives, 
including the United States Library of Congress. While there are several online 
institutions dedicated to collecting and preserving games, and even providing access to 
them (www.videogameconsolelibrary.com), this study is focusing instead on physical 
institutions that collect games. When examining the web sites, I recorded what 
information on the game collections is readily available. This included whether the 
gaming collections themselves are browsable through the institution’s online public 
access catalog (OPAC) and also testing those searches for accuracy and for errors. Errors 
and problems with searches were recorded as they are discovered, and these findings 
were later compared to the data volunteered by librarians in interviews (see below). 
The differences in OPACs means that I used different search strategies in  each catalog, 
but with the same intended results—an exclusive list of the institution’s digital gaming 
collection. 
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The above information gathering process was the most methodical, but other 
data were gathered from the institutional websites as well. The data available on the 
various websites varies greatly, but as it is available, I recorded the following 
information, and verified it via interviews when possible: policies related to games and 
gaming, including circulation policies, accessibility and ease of use, whether or not 
games were broken down by age group/ESRB ratings, and what attitude and philosophy 
regarding games the web site seemed to reflect, if any. I also noted unique aspects of 
web sites and OPACs when they seemed significant, and asked questions about these 
elements during my interviews with librarians. 
 The interviews with librarians consist of a 25 question, semi-scripted script (see 
Appendix). Twenty one interviews were requested, and ten were successfully carried 
out. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to their active 
participation in the study. I sometimes added questions, both because of a perceived 
need for follow-up questions, and because of certain unique elements distinguishing 
individual institutions such as size or policy. I encouraged the interviewees to interpret 
the questions as they deemed appropriate, and to provide any significant information 
they felt the questions were not actively exploring. The interviews were designed both 
to collect hard facts about the institutions, such as budgets and collection size, and to 
observe opinions and attitudes of the librarians. For example, when I asked what digital 
game related problems the librarians had encountered, I left the question open-ended, 
allowing them to define “problems” in this instance. Afterwards, if they had not been 
mentioned, I went down an itemized checklist of primary problems associated with 
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digital preservation—copyright, format obsolescence, data corruption, and benign 
neglect. While I am recording a checklist of answers, I am also recording “volunteered 
information,” both to see if the same topics keep coming up and to identify possible 
areas for future study. The field of digital game preservation in libraries is young (and 
immature) enough that even identifying a single new problem can result in profitable 
research in the future. 
 
Results of Study 
The examination of library websites and OPACs revealed a wide variety of 
collection sizes that seem largely dependent on institution type. The two archival 
institutions—Stanford’s Green Library and the Library of Congress—have comparatively 
enormous digital games collections, with the Library of Congress’ collection numbered 
at around 5,000 items and Green Library’s Stephen Cabrinety historical collection 
numbered between 15,000 and 20,000. The Cabrinety collection is one of the most 
important institutional digital games collections in the United States if not the world. 
Neither of these archival collections possesses publicly accessible catalogs, or is even 
intended for broad public access. As such, all the details about these particular 
collections were gleaned not from OPACs but from interviews with librarians affiliated 
with said institutions. Furthermore, I was told through the interview process that the 
Archival Collection at Stanford has not been fully cataloged for internal use. The original 
donation in 1998 was so large and unorganized that it has proven too unwieldy to 
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catalog comprehensively, and is instead organized loosely by era and format. A 
complete list of its contents has not yet been completed. 
The Library of Congress’ collection is cataloged in a MARC-based Voyager 
database, but this catalog more of an inventory for internal use rather than a catalog 
designed to provide access for the public. In both the case of the Library of Congress’ 
digital games collection and the Cabrinety Collection these archives are not broadly 
accessible to the public. In both cases, these are not collections that circulate, but exist 
primarily for preservation purposes. In the Library of Congress’ case this is purely 
intentional. The Library of Congress preserves the physical media that games are stored 
on, stores accompanying documentation in acid-free folders, and in some cases receives 
and stores partial source codes for games. Roughly 2,000 of the games are stored in the 
archive are more or less contemporary; the remaining 3,000 games are remnants from 
previous collections and consist largely of digital game titles from the 1980s and 1990s. 
The Library of Congress does not create backup copies of the games in its collection, nor 
does the LoC own any video game consoles to allow for access to or examination of the 
games. There is no collection budget for games at the LoC, but because of the Library of 
Congress’ unique role it is added to when a copy of a game is submitted for copyright 
registration with the U.S. government. As such, there are no consoles in the collection; 
the games do not leave the collection and cannot be played. 
According to the LoC’s collection policy “The collection will encompass a wide 
range of examples of video game culture, to allow historians decades hence to fully 
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understand this as a popular phenomenon, and not have simply a few games which 
seemed significant at the moment of release.” The policy goes on to state that the LoC is 
trying to fill in the holes in its collections, with particular emphasis on video games and 
“their legacy hardware platforms.” However, my interviews with the Library of 
Congress’ librarians showed a certain amount of ambiguity in this regard. While 
“preservation” is stated as the primary reason for the video game collection, in the 
same interview the librarian goes on to say “in some ways the preservation of the content of 
games is our secondary reason, only insofar as we are currently unable to pursue any actual 
preservation of the digital content. I feel the significance of preservation will begin to become 
more clear in years to come but will only truly be possible with access to the full source code for 
games which we currently do not receive.” The Library of Congress’ lack of consoles seems 
to indicate a certain amount of conflict between stated goals and practices as well. So 
perhaps it is most accurate to state that the Library of Congress’ video games collection 
is in transition and has not yet developed an ideal methodology for the long-term 
collection and preservation of video games. 
In Stanford’s Cabrinety Collection the lack of access is a function of size and 
practicality. The historical collection at Stanford has been added to regularly since the 
creation of a contemporary collection in 2006, as games from the contemporary 
collection age. The majority of the titles are still from the original donation that founded 
the collection, as a result are PC and console games from the 1970s and 1980s. The 
games in the Cabrinety Collection are accessible by researchers, and there are a wide 
variety of functioning game consoles—over 75 different kinds, the oldest being a 1973 
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Magnavox Odyssey— specifically to provide access to their games. While there is an 
emphasis on physical preservation of these games and their accompanying 
documentation in this archive, there is an even stronger emphasis on creating 
accompanying metadata to help provide future access to the games. This is at least 
partially due to Green Library’s connection to the Preserving Virtual Worlds Project, 
which has pioneered research into metadata standards for games. The amount of 
metadata produced for each game is considerable. The example cited in the interview is 
the Atari game Space Raider, a  4kB game with 200MB of accompanying metadata. This 
example is evidently typical rather than extraordinary. As Lowood observed: “Each title 
is a little collection in itself.” 
The collection’s size coupled with the fact that it has not been fully cataloged 
make the collection effectively a “dark archive,” a fact that causes consternation for the 
collection’s caretaker, games preservationist Henry Lowood. In his view, the collection’s 
value is diminished if the games in it cannot be played. While it is currently possible for 
Stanford University affiliates to page a game (and a console) from the archive and play it 
in the Special Collections room, it is obviously problematic if researchers (and other 
interested parties) have no way of discovering a given game’s presence in the collection. 
Access to the collection is also restricted, meaning that only researchers and 
preservationists truly have access to the collection. 
In addition to being the curator of the Cabrinety Collection—actually, the curator 
of the entirety of Stanford’s Film and Media Collections—Lowood is also a leader in 
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games preservation research and is closely affiliated with the important Preserving 
Virtual Worlds Project. Therefore, his observations in dealing with the games in the 
collection are valuable, both as informed opinions and as a unique set of observations 
arising from experiences with a unique collection. These observations are particularly 
interesting given his experience with games stored on old media—3 ½” and 5 ¼” floppy 
discs, for example. To his surprise, games stored on media of this kind are holding up 
very well. Even though many of the discs in question date back to the 1970s, and the 
predicted lifespan of magnetic discs is between 10 and 30 years (Gilbert, 1998) he has 
found that most of the games in the archive are still playable. This is very interesting, as 
the slightest damage to a digital work will often make the entire work unusable.  
In Stanford’s case there is an additional games collection. The formidable 
Current Games collection consists of over 700 games, with 50 to 100 games being added 
to the collection yearly, based on ratings of games on the Metacritic and Gamerankings 
websites. While no budget figures were available, this translates to a collection budget 
of roughly $2,500 to $5,000 annually, assuming that purchases are primarily of new 
games at standard market prices. This collection is, in a way, an offshoot of the Stephen 
Cabrinety donation in 1998.  This donation also helped spark the institution’s decision to 
collect digital games more generally, as once an institution has accepted such a large 
responsibility it is hard not to acknowledge the value inherent to collecting digital 
games. The Current Games collection at Stanford is fully cataloged and circulates. 
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The size disparity between these major archival collections and the more casual 
digital games collections in the public and academic libraries I studied is extreme, with 
the smaller collections numbering between 70 and 932 items. It should be noted, 
though, that all of the smaller collections are also relatively young and have been 
developed through traditional purchasing. The oldest of these smaller collections is 6 
years old, and the collections are more typically one or two years old. In contrast, 
Stanford’s collection began in 1998, and the initial donation to Stanford was larger than 
most other collections, including subsequent additions to Stanford’s. At this time, 
Stanford purchases any title that receives higher than a combined 85% rating on 
MetaCritic and GameRankings, and also purchases heavily in games with historical 
themes and “games of historical significance” even when poorly rated. The Library of 
Congress has the advantage of having roughly 500 games a year sent to it at no cost to 
the library itself, and also had a large legacy collection already in place. The other 
collections studied give their digital games annual collection budget as being between 
$1000 and $3000, with a single outlier reporting a current annual budget of $18,000. 
Of the OPACs and web pages studied, 16 out of the 21 provided both reasonable 
ways to learn about the size and particulars of the collection, and the ability to easily 
search for games and games alone. The five that did not include a simple mechanism for 
perusing the games collection include both Stanford and the Library of Congress, for 
reasons detailed previously. In most but not all cases where information on the 
collection was easily attainable, the digital games collection was also browsable. 
However, in all but five of these cases, a fairly arcane Advanced Search method was 
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necessary to browse the collection—for example, choosing to search only Electronic 
Media, and then typing “*” to initiate a wildcard search. No two of these difficult 
searches was the same, so learning how to search one OPAC would not help a patron 
when searching another. In only two cases of these more arcane search requirements 
were instructions printed somewhere on the library’s gaming web page. This is 
somewhat mitigated by the fact that the majority of the pages in question do have some 
mechanism for requesting help, largely via the popular “Ask A Librarian” service. Not all 
patrons will ask for help, and of course services of this type are not available 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week. Even so, this is a significant resource. Even so, many of the 
patrons searching for games on these sites will need to rely on patience, native 
knowledge, and trial and error. 
Other problems manifested in online catalogs, especially in those of public 
libraries. Such problems as unreliability, or the proliferation of cataloging errors were 
particularly interesting, in that they may have been related to the problematic status of 
games in the libraries. In one case no single spelling had ever been established for the 
word “Playstation.” A special call number type had been created for each format, and 
browsing call numbers was the only method available to search for games. Between 
abbreviations like “PS3” and outright misspellings like “Play—Station” I was able to 
catalog five variations on the spelling of this word, not including separate formats such 
as the Playstation Portable and the Playstation 2. These problems were not manifest in 
the call numbers for books, DVDs, or other more traditional media, but unique to 
games. It should be said, revisiting the site several months later, the system had been 
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updated. While the call number related errors persisted, correctly spelled game formats 
had been added to the titles field for video games, and the entire system had been 
revised to allow for searches by media type, including video games. Browsing the video 
game collection was still not possible, as a specific title, author, keyword, or similar 
search term was still required for all searches and traditional wild card searches did not 
yield desirable results. 
Errors in and difficulties related to online catalogs are recorded in the table 
below. Some catalogs demonstrated multiple errors and/or difficulties. Partial lists of 
games were verified by multiple searches, which yielded variable results.  
Table 2 
Online Catalog Problems 
Type of Problem Number of Occurrences 
None 6 
Partial list of games given 4 
Very difficult to use 16 
No Direct Searches of Games Collection 5 
Search Includes Items that Are Not Games 4 
Cataloging Errors 1 
 
In all of the cases studied—save the Library of Congress— libraries with digital 
games collections felt that these collections were significant enough to merit their own 
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page or pages as a part of the library’s web presence. There was at least some indication 
that each library owns a digital game collection somewhere on every library’s web page, 
though it sometimes required some searching to find it. The fact that each individual 
library sees its digital games collection as significant enough to mention is in itself worth 
noting as well. There is some feeling that these collections are worth advertising, even if 
the content of the collections remains somewhat opaque. Of course, in all of the OPACs 
where games searches are possible, searches for individual games are as simple as 
searches for individual books. While highlighting the new collection by making it 
browsable or otherwise providing a list of games would certainly be an improvement, 
the collections in question—the ones that circulate—are by no means inaccessible. 
The data gathered from interviews with librarians is an interesting accumulation 
of facts and viewpoints. I will begin with the purely factual aspects of our conversations, 
and will then move to the more speculative portions of the interviews. Most of the 
collections are relatively new. One collection was roughly 3 months old at the time of 
study, one 11 months old, 2 were two years old, one 4 years old, one five years old, and 
one six years old, with an extreme outlier in the form of a thirteen year old archival 
collection. Disregarding this outlier along with the 3-month-old collection, this comes to 
an average age of 3.32 years for the collections studied. 
Of the 10 libraries studied, 5 specifically collect educational games. The librarians 
defined the phrase “educational games” for themselves, so what is meant by this term is 
unclear. More than one of my interviewees made the point that most games teach 
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something. One librarian pointed out the value of many video games in training hand-
eye coordination in surgeons, then saying “any game could be considered educational. 
It’s just the spin you put on it.” 
The librarians I interviewed gave several reasons for collecting games. Five gave 
academic reasons as a major motivator—supporting a computer science or other 
gaming-related curriculum—three listed public service as a motivation, and three listed 
the closely-related purposes of attracting new patrons. One librarian gave keeping up 
with changing media technology as a motivation, and one librarian listed personal 
interest in games as a strong motivator as well. 
Given an open-ended question of what collection criteria the libraries used to 
select new games, game reviews in magazines and on websites were the largest factor—
cited 6 times— with Metacritic being the most frequently mentioned (3 times). Other 
review sites mentioned by name include GameRankings, IGN, and Game Informer; 
Playstation 3 and Xbox magazine were both mentioned by title as well.  Patron requests 
were listed by four of the ten libraries as a factor in building their collections. Two of the 
librarians turned to their fellow gamers working for the library as a major source. Two 
also went with what might be termed “apparent popularity,” choosing titles because 
they are well known; licensed titles such as the “Harry Potter” series of games were 
cited as examples. One academic library listed demands from an academic department 
with a large interest in their collection, one library uses a vendor as its primary 
collection vector, one uses circulation statistics of older games to determine new 
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purchases (presumably of sequels, or other games with strong similarities to each 
other), and one librarian relied entirely on a combination of gaming forums and 
personal knowledge. 
Circulation times varied greatly between institutions, but within a definite range. 
Two of the institutions surveyed circulate games for three days, two for one week at a 
time, and two for two weeks at a time. In one interesting variation, extremely popular 
games were not allowed to leave the library, but were played on consoles in-house only. 
These most popular games were assigned a four hour loan period. 
Like loan periods, the annual budgets for most of the collections were also very 
similar. While one of the libraries studied possessed a budget of $18,000 devoted to the 
purchase of digital games, all of the other digital games collection budgets were more 
modest (leaving out Stanford and the LoC), varying between $1000 (one library), $1200 
(one library), $3000 (three libraries), and $5,000 (two libraries). Not all of the ten 
librarians I interviewed had ready access to the details of their department’s collection 
budgets. While I did ask after percentages relative to libraries’ collection budgets as a 
whole, too few librarians had access to this information—or confidence in their 
answers—to document this figure. 
Of the ten libraries studied, seven collect gaming consoles as well as games. The 
console collections themselves varied greatly in size, with Stanford’s historical collection 
being the most extreme example, having around 75 different functioning console 
formats. Most of the more casual collections vary between zero and eight consoles, not 
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including portable gaming devices. Not surprisingly, most of these full-sized consoles are 
not circulated, though it should be said that almost all receive regular use, including 
some older formats (the Nintendo NES, the Atari VCS, and the original Sony Playstation). 
The collections librarian in charge of these older consoles theorized in his interview that 
nostalgia is a factor here, noting that “consoles students played when they were 
younger” tend to get used, as opposed to systems with which users are wholly 
unfamiliar. 
The second largest console collection in the study consisted of 20-30 Xbox 360s, 
Playstation 3s, Wiis, and Nintendo DS; and 5-10 Playstation 1 and 2s, and Nintendo 
GameCubes, all of which circulated outside of the library. Another collection, widely 
distributed in terms of functionality, consisted of four Wiis, four Xbox 360s (with two 
Kinects), four PS3s (with two Moves), and a single PlayStation Portable and Nintendo 
DS. Another collection consisted of a single Wii and a PS2 for in-house use. Yet another 
collection consists of two Wiis, two PS3s, and two Xbox 360s, a single Xbox, and an Atari 
Flashback 2 as an interesting addition. 
When asked about the methods they are using to preserve digital games in their 
collections, most librarians listed only the most basic precautions. Plastic cases, cleaning 
and resurfacing CDs, and security precautions such as keeping games in an office or 
locked cabinet predominated. One librarian did say that she takes the precaution of 
making backup copies of all game instruction manuals that come with her purchases, 
acknowledging the importance of an internal archive of manuals since these frequently 
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go missing and can be very difficult to replace.  At least one librarian volunteered that 
the reason he did not do more was purely monetary, that he lacked the money and 
manpower to do anything more to preserve his collection. Others intimated that access 
was a greater concern for their institutions than preservation. The exceptions to the 
above are the dedicated game archives, which are experimenting with emulation and 
data migration, and are actively seeking permission from copyright holders to do more 
in this area. Stanford, for example, has a close relationship with the Apple corporation 
and is working on the possibility of helping Apple preserve their games over the long 
term.  
In perhaps the saddest case, a librarian in charge of the games collection brought 
up the existence of a unique and extensive collection of games created by students on 
campus. The collection was not curated in any way, though, and for the last several 
years has simply existed on an unmonitored hard drive. These are the only known 
copies of these particular games, which are obviously in eminent danger of extinction, 
and it is doubtful that anything will be done to improve this situation. 
The intended lifespan of the games in collections varies a great deal, both in 
terms of length and even in terms of measurement. The latter fact makes some metrics 
difficult to compare. One librarian hoped for between 40 and 50 item checkouts, which 
of course means that the game’s lifespan is dependent upon its popularity. Most 
librarians, though, were hoping for a one to two year lifespan for circulating games, with 
only one institution hoping for a three to five year lifespan for most of its games. One 
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librarian was vague, only stating ‘as long as possible,’ while another did not provide an 
estimate. The obvious exceptions to this are the games archives studied. Stanford gave 
the intended lifespan of its games as effectively forever, but the Library of Congress’ 
policy on this matter is a bit more inscrutable. The Library of Congress has not 
established an intended lifespan for its digital games. There is some anticipation of a 
large data migration in the future. 
Institutions seem evenly split on the related question of whether a digital games 
collection can reasonably be called “self weeding.” (Galloway, 2009) Four of the 
librarians interviewed agreed with the above statement, saying that by the time a game 
wears out it probably is unpopular enough not to replace it. Three disagreed, with two 
of the librarians disagreeing with this statement strongly. Not surprisingly, one of the 
librarians who disagreed with the above statement manages a games archive. Three of 
the librarians did not answer this question. 
Most of the librarians showed an awareness and knowledge of their collections’ 
preservation issues that most scholars agree are looming over digital games as a whole. 
One librarian spoke of the fact that “that most records in electronic formats will be lost 
because the devices and software required will disappear over time.” He went on to say 
that “*he takes heart that+ you can current find nearly identical versions of original Atari 
games… online.” Five of the librarians questioned listed copyright and related issues as 
major concerns, along with format obsolescence and related problems when prompted. 
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Other issues mentioned included damage and theft in the local collection, which four 
librarians brought up as major concerns without prompting. 
 Four of the libraries surveyed collect instructional documents such as manuals or 
in some cases strategy guides or similar documents. Only two of the libraries questioned 
collect other ephemera, such as cover art, source code, or unpublished games. Likewise, 
two of the institutions questioned collected what they identified as ‘rare games,’ leaving 
that definition open to interpretation by the interviewee.  Significantly, all of the 
institutions questioned, save the Library of Congress, circulate digital games in some 
way, not reserving their collection exclusively for use within the building. It is also safe 
to say that all of the librarians interviewed have a strongly positive attitude both about 
digital games in general and their institutions’ collections in particular. One librarian 
spoke of her game collection as “incredibly popular.” Another talked about the 
popularity of the Playstation Kinect, saying “we sometimes hook it up and let patrons 
play it as they check out movies.” With obvious enjoyment, he added “I can’t wait til 
(sic) the Kinect Wipeout comes out.” This is a topic that engenders strong feelings and 
even affection, and this fact was apparent in each and every interview. 
One of the more subjective questions I asked participants was what they thought 
their collection of digital games is missing. Surprisingly, only two of the interviewees 
replied with the obvious answer of money or funding. Equally surprising, only three of 
the other librarians answered this question with anything physical at all, one stating that 
the collection would benefit from the addition of more older games, one stating that 
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restarting a collection of PC games would be useful, and another saying that she would 
like to see more peripherals in the collection, such as Rock Band instruments that she 
could circulate. The latter was said with a sense of regret at the knowledge that 
longevity issues make this nearly impossible, since if they circulated the peripherals 
would soon be worn out or damaged by patrons. Intangible needs played a large role in 
this section of the interview as well. One librarian thought that his collection needed “a 
sense of history… the history of games,” pervading it. Another felt like a lack of proper 
cataloging was the collection’s greatest weakness. Finally, a third individual brought up 
the lack of access endemic to an archival collection, and questioned the usefulness of a 
games collection that no one can play. 
As a penultimate question, I tried to gauge my participants’ feelings on the 
possibility that some games will be lost. This question was asked in the hope of getting 
participants to discuss to the larger issues underlying the future of digital games 
preservation, and to gauge their knowledge and opinions on the subject. The question 
received a variety of answers, including a number of abstentions. The general answer 
that I received was this: that the idea of losing games, and their cultural and 
technological context, is a sad one. “We all want somebody to be doing it,” one librarian 
observed “and we don’t want that somebody to be us.” He went on to sum up the 
problem very succinctly, talking about the library’s relationship to his university’s 
academic programs. “*Instructors aren’t+ interested in preserving games, but they want 
their students to play them.” What I heard from almost all of my participants is that 
they feel a massive game-loss scenario is unlikely, that the technology to preserve 
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games will develop, and that it is not really their job to solve this problem. It is of course 
wrong to argue that circulating games collections exist to preserve the games. 
The most interesting answer I received for this question is that, while it is better 
to not lose the games themselves, if we can sufficiently preserve the cultural context 
surrounding a given game then that is actually more important than preserving the 
game itself. Especially when considered in the context of enormous virtual worlds like 
World of Warcraft, with millions of participants, an international audience, and regular 
world-changing updates, this point of view has a lot of merit. We may not be able to 
recapture the first iteration of World of Warcraft, with all of its quirks and all of its user-
generated add-ons, or even be able to tell which add-ons are integral to the game 
playing experience. What we can try to do is preserve elements of the game through 
written documentation and machinima, and try to preserve the context of that intricate 
virtual world and the culture(s) it spawned. 
Several unexpected topics were broached by my interviewees. The first is the 
unexpected interest of several university libraries in older games. In the case of 
institutions with an archival interest in games, this was not unexpected. However, 
librarians at 4 of the 8 non-archival institutions that I spoke with brought up a concern 
that while their institutions do not currently collect older games, they would either like 
to do so, or would like to connect their patrons with the history of gaming in some other 
meaningful way. While this unexpected trend may be attributable in part to nostalgia 
for the games the librarians themselves grew up with—the question of how many digital 
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games librarians self-identify as “gamers” is also an interesting one; one of the 
participants who brought up the question of collecting older games volunteered that he 
is not a gamer— I think this is a subject well worth exploring. It should be noted that at 
least three of the institutions in question possess a strong academic interest in gaming, 
via computer science departments. Faculty requests and similar issues may be a large 
part of the reason that this was noted as something that digital games collections lack. 
Another interesting question that was brought up is the effect of Entertainment 
Software Rating Board (ESRB) rating system on collections. This rating system, similar to 
the Motion Picture Association of America’s rating spectrum of “G” to “NC-17,” is 
voluntarily used by the video game industry to determine what audiences a game’s 
content is appropriate for.  While only one of the collections I studied has actively 
avoided collecting games with an “M” (Mature) rating or higher, two of the librarians 
with whom I spoke said that ESRB ratings were an issue for them. One librarian spoke 
about her supervisor’s concern regarding populating the collection with Mature titles. 
While the supervisor allowed a few Mature titles in the collection, she felt that each 
such purchase was a difficult one that she had to fight for, and that purchase of Mature 
titles were given much more scrutiny than the purchase of books or films with similar 
content. She attributed this, at least in part, to a perception on her supervisor’s part 
that digital games are intended for younger players, even though according to 
demographic studies the majority of self-identified gamers are over the age of 30. (ESA, 
2009) Equally important, in this librarian’s view, was her supervisor’s concern that the 
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library’s patrons see video games as “kid’s stuff,” and might be upset by the presence of 
games like Grand Theft Auto in the collection. 
Another librarian had a related, if not exactly similar, situation. When she had 
originally arrived at her library, her library had a policy of only purchasing games with a 
rating of “Early Childhood” through “Teen.” This policy changed soon after her arrival, 
and while she supported this change, the results were interesting and explosive. With 
the addition of Mature games to the collection, along with an accompanying increase in 
size, use of the collection skyrocketed. As her branch possesses the only digital games 
borrowing collection in the area, this resulted in a tremendous number of holds on the 
games, and a constant stream of game deliveries to other libraries to fill these holds. It 
came close enough to overloading their system to merit concern, and as a result the 
other public libraries within the county also began collecting popular digital games. In 
the end, she seemed to see this as a success both for her library and for collecting digital 
games. This anecdote certainly signals the possibilities in studying the effects of digital 
games collections on circulation. The same librarian went on to add that, after managing 
the Mature titles in the collection for several years, she had only ever run into two 
minor problems with parents feeling that their children had checked out 
“inappropriate” games, and had never once had a written complaint about her library 
collecting Mature game titles. Coupled with the previous librarian’s concerns about both 
the public’s and library professionals’ perceptions of games, this also seems to indicate 
an area of possible study to me, especially in the context of many libraries creating 
separate Children’s (or Teen’s) and Adult game collections. 
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Conclusions 
 As this is a small-scale pilot study, the following observations are not generalizable but 
do provide a starting point for more robust research. There are not many true digital 
games archives in the United States or the world; the holdings of the Library of Congress 
and the Stanford University represent two of the largest collections in the world. As 
such their contrasting practices are particularly important for the future of digital game 
preservation. The Library of Congress has opted nearly entirely for the preservation of 
the physical media containing games. They have also chosen to preserve instructional 
documentation that accompanied the games at their release, which is certainly helpful. 
Print media is often more accessible than digital media over the long term, even if 
damaged. However, it is equally significant that there are no attempts at this major 
national institution to create digital backup copies of the games in their collection. 
While the MARC records that help the Library of Congress record their collection 
internally are certainly helpful, they are also nothing like the exhaustive metadata 
recommended by the Preserving Virtual Worlds Project to provide access these games 
in the far future. This is interesting, considering that the Library of Congress is one of the 
major funders of the PVWP, and indicates that sometimes change is sometimes slow to 
arrive at large institutions. However, the librarian interviewed did have a nuanced 
understanding of the problems associated with preserving games. He tended to focus 
more on a need to collect source code for games than to create detailed metadata. In 
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both cases, the fundamentals of the game are being recorded in the hope of being able 
access it in the future, but these are two very different aspects of digital preservation. 
 Stanford is also closely associated with the PVWP. Considering that many of the 
preservation recommendations of the PVWP were developed at Stanford, it is not 
surprising that the Project has had a profound effect on important procedures such as 
the development and application of preservation metadata. Green Library’s experiences 
with the Cabrinety Collection are also extremely valuable. Combined with Stanford’s 
circulating games collection, the two comprise a very broad spectrum of digital games 
storage media. It is by no means comprehensive, lacking for example games stored on 
multiple punch cards, but the survival and continued functioning of even the older 
games in the collection is encouraging. It demonstrates that persistence in games 
preservation can reap positive results. The experience with the Cabrinety Collection also 
reflects the possibility that older magnetic media are hardier than previously expected. 
Obviously, any inherent hardiness of this kind should not be relied upon for long term 
preservation— all media fail, and in the case of digital data, this failure is often more 
catastrophic than it is with ink on paper. It is encouraging, though, in that it means that 
there is still an opportunity to preserve games stored in these older formats. It also 
indicates that technological predictions are a difficult business, and new media can 
surprise us in this regard. Not only should the lifespan of older magnetic formats under 
archival conditions be given further study, but newer formats such as CD-ROMs and 
DVD-ROMs should be given similar scrutiny. In recent years, these formats have proven 
less durable than expected. This tends to support Iron Mountain’s contention that new 
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generations of magnetic tape are some of the strongest formats for long-term digital 
storage. (Iron Mountain, 2010) The question of whether digital tape storage could be 
used in preservation of contemporary digital games is an interesting one. 
 A weakness shared by both Stanford’s digital games archive and the Library of 
Congress’ is a lack of access. Admittedly, the balance between access and preservation 
in archives is always a difficult one. In the case of digital games, too much use combined 
with exposure to elements such as dust will undoubtedly shorten the lifespan of an 
individual copy of a game. However, if a game cannot be played or otherwise accessed 
and studied then it is of little value to researchers. The Library of Congress’ lack of 
consoles to access the games it is housing means that, unless users can provide their 
own gaming consoles, they will not be able to study even contemporary games at the 
Library of Congress. Stanford’s Collection is certainly more accessible in those terms, 
with its wide range of working consoles. Stanford’s collection is housed at an off-site 
facility, though, and its contents must be paged for researchers to study them. 
Combined with the incomplete cataloging of the admittedly substantial collection, this 
makes research within the collection exceedingly difficult. It is impossible for a 
researcher to page a game that no one knows about. 
 The Library of Congress’ method of collecting games via submission for copyright 
suggests an interesting possibility. If preservation copies of these games could be made 
on a regular basis, then it would certainly increase the lifespan of the games in the 
Library of Congress’ archive. The same should be said for creating and maintaining 
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emulation systems for the various games systems collected. However, there are two 
major impediments to this possibility. The first is of course funding, as both data storage 
emulator creation are expensive propositions. Since the current collection is essentially 
unfunded, this seems like a difficult problem to overcome, especially given the current 
economic climate and the prevailing mood in the U.S. House and Senate. The other 
problem, similar large, is the fact that the creation of the needed copies and even the 
emulators would almost certainly violate current copyright law. The fact that these 
games are being collected for copyright purposes suggests the possibility that an 
exception could be made in copyright law, enabling at least the Library of Congress to 
create preservation copies. This would be an imperfect solution, certainly, but the 
Library of Congress’ unique status makes it seem like an exception for the Library of 
Congress alone could be viable and unthreatening to the gaming industry. This is a pipe 
dream that literally requires an act of Congress to accomplish. Without the gaming 
industry’s support, such a proposal would almost certainly fail. If that support could be 
secured, however, then this proposition does seem possible, if extremely distant. The 
need for a closer relationship and better understanding between the digital games 
industry and institutions that collect and preserve digital games institutions is 
increasingly evident.  
 
Both the Library of Congress and Stanford’s Green Library are maintaining level 4 
collections on the Research Libraries Group’s Collection Levels scale, (Lowood 2008, 
53 
 
Library of Congress, 2008) theoretically sufficient to maintain a world class research 
collection. In this regard they are effectively setting a standard for the collection of 
digital games in libraries. In contrast, the smaller non-archival public libraries I examined 
are mostly maintaining what it seems reasonable to define as a level 2 collection (Basic 
Information Level) while the majority of the academic libraries are collecting with the 
avowed intent of supporting a computer science, game design, or similar academic 
departments on their campus, are providing a Level 3 collection (Instructional Support 
Level). 
Given the unusual ways that both Stanford and the Library of Congress’ 
collections have formed, some disparity in collection sizes is to be expected. It is also 
hard to calculate the appropriate size of a Level 2 or Level 3 games collection given the 
undeveloped nature of the study of digital games collections in libraries in general. Even 
so, a collection of hundreds of games (or three cases, dozens) does seem sufficient to 
introduce digital games to a community (collecting at Level 2). Likewise, between five 
hundred and a thousand contemporary digital games does seem sufficient to provide for 
the Instructional Support of most researchers and students (Level 3). Only one of the 
institutions collecting at this level possessed a collection significantly smaller than other 
similar institutions, and that institution had only been collecting digital games for three 
months at the time of the study. As such, I think it is fair to say that the institutions in 
this study are meeting the stated collection goals for their digital games collections. It 
should also be noted that as they meet these goals, they are also setting the standards 
for the size of future digital games collections. 
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My study of the OPACs of various libraries and the way they choose to allow 
users to interact with their gaming collections leads me to conclude that meaningful 
studies of digital games collections simply through online catalogs are possible. 
However, the complexity of the searches necessary to browse many if not most 
collections, complicated by false matches and cataloging errors, does complicate this 
process and make it a potentially arduous task. One of the repeated complaints I 
received from librarians, and one of the major problems my own research shows signs 
of, is a lack of standards on cataloging games. Furthermore, very basic problems in some 
catalogs like discrepancies in the spelling of not only games publishers but even basic 
formats will likely complicate any studies of OPACs and catalogs. In spite of these 
difficulties, though, there is a good amount of data available on library web pages and it 
could be analyzed to the benefit of both libraries and the gaming industry. 
My study of library OPACs and web pages also leads me to conclude that the 
position of digital games in libraries is not yet stable or decided. Admittedly, digital 
games collections themselves are a relatively new and small phenomenon and most 
libraries have not heavily invested in them. As such, many libraries are probably simply 
waiting to see if their new collections remain popular enough to warrant a major 
adjustment. All of the librarians I spoke with expressed a strong desire for their gaming 
collections and programs to succeed. They also seem confident in this success, but there 
is a certain amount of administrative skepticism to face. Simply adding a web page 
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about the games collection should be an easy step to help improve the chances for a 
gaming collection’s success but getting pages developed is sometimes a challenging 
task. More robust cataloging for games collections may also face obstacles from library 
directors who do not see this as a high priority expense. Future research might explore 
these issues and any trends concerning the description and accessibility of digital games 
in relation to the potential acceptance of these games in society. 
 
The 3.32 years average age of the games collections studied suggests suggests 
that digital games collections are a relative newcomer to the modern library. The fact 
that there is a collection well over a decade old, however, shows that digital games 
collections have been possible for some time; the fact that this is one of the older digital 
games collections in the country if not the world also demonstrates how very young the 
field of digital games collecting is. The fact that a collection that was only 3 months old 
at the time of the interview found its way into this study is also interesting. My selection 
process in choosing these libraries for study was essentially random. When I chose each 
library, I had no knowledge of the age of their collections, and in most cases discovered 
it during the interview process. This is too small a sample to say that the extreme youth 
of one collection is significant, but it does make me curious about how many digital 
games collections will be started in libraries during the course of the next year. I suspect 
the trend is growing, though this contention is of course unproven, but likely worthy of 
study. I hope this is the case, as there is evidence of growing academic interest in digital 
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games as well as evidence of a lack research on the cultural importance of games. 
(Barwick, 2009) 
 
The reasons librarians gave for collecting games are interesting and perhaps 
instructive. As might be suggested by the predominance of “thirdspaces” in the 
literature, the fact that six of the ten librarians interviewed gave attracting patrons, 
public service, or community building as a motivation for collecting digital games is not 
surprising. This is one of the most common arguments in favor of collecting games in the 
literature. The fact that five of the ten librarians stated that academic research was a 
primary motivator was completely unexpected, though. It is worth pursuing in a wider 
study of academic libraries, to see how many institutions are collecting with this in 
mind, and also to explore how this motivation has affected the collections themselves. 
The minor motivations are interesting as well, both the desire to keep up with changes 
in technology and culture and the librarian’s personal interest in games. It would be 
interesting to see if these motives grow in popularity over time. 
 
Questioning librarians about their selection process for digital games revealed no 
single prevailing source, but it did demonstrate that two major sources are driving most 
collections. One source is patron requests, and the other is comprised of the various 
online game review sites, with MetaCritic predominating somewhat as a resource.  
These are of course excellent collection development tools, and do help to guarantee a 
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strong collection both in terms of overall quality and in terms of service to the 
community. It is important that libraries provide patrons with the materials they want. 
However, both of these resources also result in a bias toward newer games. This will 
probably serve many casual collections well, but it should be noted that it does result in 
significant holes. Just as is true with films and novels, not all games are recognized for 
their excellence or influence immediately. In combination with the gaming industry’s 
current drive to move forward without looking back, this could result in a serious loss of 
games over time. This is especially true since even games archives like Stanford’s Green 
Library are currently developing their collection based on this model, and their Current 
Games collection does eventually feed directly into their archive. 
It is interesting and somewhat concerning that the collections studied, with the 
obvious exception of Stanford and the Library of Congress, are collecting console games 
almost exclusively. In their defense, they are collecting a wide variety of console games 
and console formats. Even so, this does not bode well for the preservation of PC games, 
or other varieties of digital games such as smartphone-based games. Whether this is 
even the concern of most libraries is a legitimate question, as many of these games are 
difficult to circulate either because of format or problems with Digital Rights 
Management software. It is still a problem that games preservationists and librarians 
should be aware of, at the very least. I did discover that two separate libraries had 
possessed PC-based game collections several years before, but that these collections 
had been abandoned and sold at library book sales when DRM-related issues made 
circulating their contents unviable. 
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  The dominance of console games in library collections may soon be changing, as 
Downloadable Content is a part of the conversation that librarians repeatedly broached. 
Some interest was expressed in developing collections via online services such as 
GameTap and Steam, and in other DLC; the problem of a weakness in this area of 
collection—and in phone-based games and similar—was brought up in both my 
conversation with the Stanford’s archive and the Library of Congress. If DLC subscription 
services emerge as significant resources for libraries in the future then analyzing their 
collections’ relative strengths and weaknesses may prove extremely valuable. These 
services will also doubtless have their own weaknesses and problems inherent to them, 
as the rise of online databases and electronic journals as resources have introduced new 
problems as well. 
At this time, though, concerns about copyright, licensing, and digital rights 
management seem to be largely preventing libraries from collecting PC and Macintosh-
based games for their circulating collections. Other formats, such as smartphone-based 
games, are showing interesting potential, both as platforms for new games and as 
emulators for older games. (Delwadia, 2009) According to my interviews these formats 
are being collected in large games archives. However, there is concern by collection 
developers even in these archives that their collection in this area in inadequate. As a 
result, if the smartphone gaming industry does not start taking steps to archive or 
otherwise preserve games in this format, then many culturally significant games (“Angry 
Birds”) could be lost to future researchers. This is a problem that is worth pursuing in 
conversations with the gaming industry. The involvement of libraries in this 
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conversation, and as advocates for alterations in copyright laws and licensing for digital 
games in general, could make a difference. Unfortunately though, this issue appears to 
be off the radar, both in terms of current academic discussions and in terms of digital 
games collectors’ concerns. If this issue can be made a part of the larger discussion with 
the gaming industry regarding licensing and copyright, then perhaps some progress can 
be made. 
The overall feeling that game preservation is ‘somebody else’s problem,’ and will 
thus be solved by someone else, is the most worrying portion of my results. It is 
transparently true that long-term preservation is not the purpose of most digital games 
collections. The funding, manpower, and expertise are simply not there and it is 
unreasonable to expect this to change. I do think that information on the basics of 
digital game preservation need to be better publicized. 
The diversity of results in terms of what librarians feel their collections are 
missing is interesting, and shows a very difficult to predict set of perceived needs. The 
fact that the caretakers of these games feel like larger collections would be an 
improvement is in keeping with the sheer enormity of the digital games market, and the 
forward-looking tendencies of both the market and gaming culture in general previously 
noted. The fact that several librarians felt that their collections need to look backwards, 
feeling the need for “history,” and “older games,” is also interesting. This reflects the 
fact that digital games have been growing in significance for several decades. Like books 
and other media, old games do not lose their significance to users just because they are 
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old. Like a book, a game starts anew every time a new user begins it, and its subtle 
influence is hard to measure. Mainly the diversity of needs highlights the diversity of the 
collections themselves, how there is no one standard yet outstanding. This is especially 
true of lending collections, which while they do have some commonalities—console 
games, few if any peripherals, short loan periods—they are still experimental things. 
Librarians are largely working on their own to create digital games collections, and 
learning from their own mistakes. This fact by itself is why this study, and further 
studies, are badly needed. Accumulating this knowledge will save a tremendous 
investment of time and money in the long run. 
The influence of ESRB ratings and other age recommendations is also difficult to 
measure, but I strongly suspect that it is real. However, all that my study turned up in 
this regard amounts to anecdotal evidence. What seems clear, though, is that the 
relative popularity and success of collections that restrict themselves to collecting Teen 
rated games and younger versus those collections that include Mature (and at least 
theoretically Adults Only) games is worth measuring in a larger study. Indeed, perhaps 
studying the relative circulation of children’s games in more inclusive versus more 
exclusive collections would yield the most interesting results, as discovering how the 
proximity of more adult-oriented games effects the popularity of games aimed at 
younger viewers could prove profoundly interesting. This is especially true if the 
presence of the more mature games actually proves to be a rising tide that lifts all ships, 
but at this point this is merely speculation, worthy of further investigation. The other 
topic hinted at by the subject of the ESRB is censorship, and whether librarians (and 
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patrons) see games as a medium for all users or just for younger ones. There is very little 
evidence of censorship in any of the collections I studied, which is heartening. Many of 
the most controversial games released are also the most critically lauded. Libraries, of 
course, have a long history of resisting censorship in all media so this is not really 
surprising. 
However, there is likely a diversity of opinions amongst on the question of 
whether games are “for” adults or not. Whether this opinion is influenced by age or 
other factors is well worth investigating, as many younger librarians appear to feel that 
games are an integral part of adult life. Of course, many older librarians also are in 
administrative positions, where their opinions carry more weight. Exploring this issue 
may give us an idea of how digital games collections are likely to grow and change over 
time, as younger librarians grow older and become administrators themselves. Digital 
games have been a cultural battleground of sorts in the past, seen as either a cause of 
violent behavior in teenagers or a scapegoat, depending on who you ask. As games 
themselves continue to grow as a medium, they are likely to offend, just as books and 
films often do. Sometimes the most offensive games will be the most important ones, 
and deciding how libraries will respond to these future pressures is something that 
these studies can help us do. 
Finally, there are several burgeoning formats that most libraries are only now 
starting to come to grips with. The question of how physical games archives might 
partner with online stores of games is an extremely interesting one but also extremely 
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difficult to predict. Rather than trying to make predictions, I recommend that 
researchers instead observe this relationship and document it as it develops. Even 
though problems like libraries having games ‘collections’ that they do not own but 
merely subscribe to are likely, I nonetheless view this as a positive development. It 
shows that libraries are recognizing the problems that DRM and copyright restrictions 
represent, and are looking for ways around these obstacles. As it true for all complex 
relationships, games in libraries will never run out of inherent problems. The most 
important things is for librarians to continue to envision multiple strategies for facing 
these problems as they come. 
The previous pages comprise both observations about the current state of digital 
games in libraries and suggestions for further research. They are derived from a small 
sample of institutions with digital games collections, and further research is certainly 
needed to confirm the above results and conclusions. There is much work to do, both in 
the field of digital games collection and preservation. Even so, I am overall excited by 
this future, and am looking forward to seeing what it brings. 
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Appendix 1: Template for Interviews 
 
First, just to confirm, 1) does your library expressly collect digital games? 
 
2) To the best of your knowledge, how long has your library been collecting games? 
 
3) What is your library's primary reason for collecting digital games? (Circulation, attracting 
new patrons, archiving?) 
 
4) Do you collect educational games? 
 
5) Does your library have any significant secondary, tertiary, etc. reasons for collecting 
digital games? What would you say these are? Do you consider these reasons to also be 
significant? 
 
6) How would you rate the importance of public’s ability to search and access your 
collection?  
 
7) What criteria does your institution use when selecting games? (Patron requests, 
newness, awards, print publications, web sites) How are these criteria weighted? 
 
8) Does your library circulate digital games at all, or are they collected purely as cultural 
artifacts? If they circulate, then are they circulated in-house only, or allowed to leave 
the premises? If they circulate, what is the loan period or periods? 
 
 
9) (If there are multiple loan periods, inquire as to reason why.) 
 
10) What is your library’s annual budget for collecting digital games? Do you know about 
what percentage of the collection budget that figure comprises? 
 
 
11) What digital games systems does your library possess? (PS3, X-Box 360, Wii, PSP, PC, 
Mac) How many of each? (Follow up on anything unusual, like a collection that focuses 
on games for hand-held consoles.) 
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12) What special preservation methods are you employing with digital games (if any)? 
 
13) You have multiple formats for many of your popular games. Would you consider this a 
form of preservation? 
 
 
14) How long are you trying to preserve individual games for? 
 
15) It’s been said that some digital games collections are “self-weeding,” which is to say by 
the time a game wears out it is no longer popular. Do you find that this is true? 
 
16) What particular difficulties and barriers to preservation do you associate with games in 
your library? 
 
 
Have you noticed any particular problems or concerns in any of the following areas: 
17) Copyright? 
18) Format obsolescence? 
19) Data corruption over time? 
20) Benign neglect? 
 
21) Is there a game or games you would identify as your library’s most popular today? This 
isn’t necessarily the same as the item with the greatest total circulation, as a game’s 
popularity can wane over time. I’m more just wondering what games leap to mind. 
 
 
22) Do you archive or collect documentation related to games, such as instructional 
documents, machinima, wikis, maps, or design notes? This can be for internal or 
external use. 
 
23) Have you collected any unpublished games, source code for games, or other ephemera 
associated with digital games? 
 
 
24) Do you consider any of the games in your collection rare? Which ones? 
 
25) How do you feel about the loss/extinction of individual digital games? The loss of digital 
games as a group? 
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26)  What is your collection missing? Whether it’s an item, a gaming system, funding, or 
something less substantial, what do you not have but want? 
 
27) Is there anything you’d like to add to this interview? 
 
 Thanks so much for your time. You’ve been a great help to my work. 
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